Background {#Sec1}
==========

Uterine rupture (UR) is a severe complication in pregnancy that involves tearing of the uterine wall during the course of pregnancy or delivery. UR is associated with a substantially increased risk of maternal and perinatal mortality and morbidity when compared to an uncomplicated delivery \[[@CR1]--[@CR3]\]. While the occurrence of UR is relatively rare, it is more frequent in low-income compared to high-income countries \[[@CR3]--[@CR5]\].

Morbidities resulting from UR include hysterectomy, massive hemorrhage, shock, post-hemorrhagic anemia, vesicovaginal fistula, infection or sepsis, and increased risk of rupture in subsequent pregnancies \[[@CR3], [@CR5], [@CR6]\]. In high-income settings, the greatest risk factor is a scarred uterus, typically from a previous cesarean delivery. In contrast, while this association is also observed in low-income settings, risk for UR in these contexts appears largely related to factors such as parity, obstructed labor, induction of labor, use of prostaglandins, and/or breech presentation \[[@CR2], [@CR3], [@CR7]\].

Research in sub-Saharan Africa highlights other risk factors for UR including lack of prenatal care, limited access to emergency obstetrical care, delays and/or poor management of care \[[@CR8]--[@CR12]\]. Yet these studies are small, frequently focus on one institution and often fail to adjust for potential confounding variables such as parity or previous cesarean delivery when characterizing health system risk factors for UR \[[@CR8]--[@CR11]\]. Published case reports of UR events provide valuable insights, but may not be applicable to the majority of cases that clinicians and health centers encounter \[[@CR13]--[@CR17]\].

Because of the severe consequences of UR, prevention is paramount. Yet, the rarity of UR makes it difficult to study. Therefore, research investigating the factors contributing to UR using large datasets with quality data collection and abstraction of data from medical records is needed. Such information can benefit clinicians, health systems, and communities that experience morbidity and mortality due to UR by identifying potential points of intervention. The purpose of this study is to investigate predictors of UR in a large sample of sub-Saharan African women.

Methods {#Sec2}
=======

This is a cross-sectional analysis of pre-intervention data from the QUARITE (quality of care, risk management and technology in obstetrics) trial, a cluster-randomized multicenter intervention study conducted in Mali and Senegal \[[@CR18]\]. The QUARITE trial is registered on the Current Controlled Trials website under the number ISRCTN46950658. Data collection on all births in the study period took place at 46 public referral hospitals (district, regional, and national/teaching hospitals). For more details on the trial protocol and principal results see Dumont et al., 2009 and Dumont et al., 2013 \[[@CR18], [@CR19]\]. The sample includes all women (*N* = 84,924) that delivered at any of the 46 referral hospitals during the pre-intervention period (Oct. 1, 2007 -- Oct. 1, 2008) of the trial. The data collection system was based on the World Health Organization (WHO) global health survey of maternal and perinatal health, which included collection of institution level and individual-level data \[[@CR19], [@CR20]\]. Data on the women, their pregnancy, labor and delivery were extracted from hospital and medical records into a standard one-page data collection form. Given that data were collected on all women at each participating site, the QUARITE investigators kept the data collection instrument relatively short in order to minimize the burden of the trial on health professionals working at the study sites. Trained midwives collected the data from medical records at each site. National coordinators supervised them and data quality was monitored by random audits \[[@CR18]\]. Complete data on UR, our principal measure of interest, were available for 84,802 women, or 99.9% of the total number of women who delivered. Records with missing values for UR (*n* = 122) were excluded from the analysis.

The outcome of interest is UR, diagnosed by a health professional. The definition used for the study was, "occurrence of clinical symptoms (pain, fetal distress, acute loss of contractions, hemorrhage) or intrauterine fetal death that lead to laparotomy, at which the diagnosis of uterine rupture was confirmed; or laparotomy for UR after vaginal birth" (\[[@CR21]\] p6\]). UR has been defined similarly in previous studies \[[@CR4]\]. UR was captured as a dichotomous variable (yes/no) in this dataset, no anatomic details of the rupture (e.g., total rupture versus dehiscence) were considered for this outcome. The literature identifies multiple risk factors for UR that fall into four categories: maternal characteristics, obstetric, institutional, and geographical factors \[[@CR3], [@CR8]--[@CR12]\]. Maternal characteristics include a woman's age at delivery (categorized into \< 20, 20--35, \> 35 years), and parity for the current delivery (categorized by quartiles into [\<]{.ul} 1 birth, 2 births, 3--4 births, 5 or more births). The following obstetric factors were included as dichotomous variables: induction of labor, prior cesarean delivery, comorbidity, obstructed labor (defined as slow or arrest of dilation despite ruptured membranes and oxytocin augmentation, non-engagement of presentation at full cervical dilation, or failed vacuum or forceps at full cervical dilation with engaged head), pre-eclampsia/eclampsia, hemorrhage, and [\>]{.ul} 90th centile of birth weight ([\>]{.ul} 3600 g) in our sample. Comorbidity was defined as having one or more co-occurring diseases or conditions such as HIV/AIDS, malaria, heart or kidney disease, chronic respiratory condition, gestational diabetes, etc., recorded on the study data collection form. For additional details please see supplementary file (Additional file [1](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}). Mode of delivery was also collected and classified as either spontaneous vaginal delivery, cesarean delivery, and instrumental (forceps or vacuum), breech, or other. Other refers to specific obstetric maneuvers or surgical procedures (e.g., craniotomy) to achieve delivery for obstetric complications, such as fetal malformation with intrauterine fetal death, or transverse presentation or twin retention, etc. These cases may require specific obstetric maneuvers or surgical procedures (e.g., craniotomy) to achieve delivery. The number of prenatal visits (coded as none, 1--4, \> 4) was also included in this analysis. The categorization of prenatal care is based on WHO guidelines for prenatal care prior to the November 2016 change, which doubled the minimum recommended prenatal care consultations to eight \[[@CR22]\].

Institutional aspects are resources that may or may not be available at each site and included a blood bank, an adult intensive care unit, an anesthesiologist (or staff member trained in anesthesia) on call 24 h a day, and an obstetrician-gynecologist on staff (available for deliveries), each coded as dichotomous variables. Note that the institutional characteristics are not direct risk factors for UR, but serve as proxies for the level of resources available at the hospital for the care of patients. Human resources such as obstetricians-gynecologists and specialized care resources (e.g., blood bank) are associated with higher-level care facilities, but care levels are not strictly dictated by the hospital type. For example, regional hospitals can be either care level one or level two (higher-level) facilities. Higher-level facilities are presumed to provide better quality of care to patients, especially those with more complicated obstetrical conditions \[[@CR19]\]. Geographical factors were examined to understand better the influence of geographic/spatial context and accessibility to the referral centers on UR. Previous research has indicated that disparities in mortality between rural and urban settings and delays in care are associated with transport to hospitals \[[@CR23]--[@CR25]\]. Geographical factors in this study include the country where the delivery took place (Senegal or Mali) and the type: a hospital within the capital, a regional hospital outside the capital, or a district hospital. A third geographical factor is the woman's place of residence in relation to the hospital where she delivered, categorized as: within the same town as the hospital, outside the town but within the region where the hospital is located, or outside of the region where the hospital is located. Referral from another health center, such as a community health center, which provides primary health care, (versus self-referred) is also included in this category. Ambulances will typically provide transportation for women referred from one health center to a higher-level referral hospital (a district, regional, or national/teaching hospital) \[[@CR24]\]. An interaction term was created to combine obstructed labor (yes/no) and referred to a referral hospital (yes/no) in the final model due to the strong association between obstructed labor and referral.

Data were analyzed using STATA version 14.0 (STATA Corporation, College Texas USA). A Chi-squared test compared those who experienced UR and those who did not by each covariate individually. A *P* value of \< 0.05 was considered statistically significant. A multiple step process tested the independent associations of each variable with UR. In cluster-randomized control trials it is assumed that the similarity or "clustering" of characteristics at any given institution will have some influence on the outcomes of each individual interacting with that specific institution. To account for the clustering of variables by institution, a mixed-effects logistic regression model assuming a random intercept was used in the analysis. A backwards elimination process was conducted to arrive at the most parsimonious model for presenting adjusted odds ratios and confidence intervals for predictors of UR. The first step was to run the full model that included each of the variables from all categories. Based on a cut-off point of a *P* \< 0.20, the variable with the highest *P* value over 0.20 was excluded from the model and the model was run again. This step was repeated until all variables were below the cut-off point. Deletions occurred in the following order to get to the final model: adult intensive care unit, anesthesiologist on call, comorbidity, and blood bank. Excluded variables were then re-entered individually to assess the stability of the model. No meaningful changes were observed. Because of their conceptual importance, age and country were retained in the final model, even though their *P* values exceeded the cut-off.

Results {#Sec3}
=======

Among the 84,802 women in our sample for which we had full data, 569 (0.67%) experienced UR. The mean age of women in the study was 26 (range:10--56 years). The mean parity was three with a maximum of 18 births. Among the 569 women who experienced UR, 69 (12%) died. Nearly all of these deaths (62/69) were due to UR or the consequences of UR (i.e., hemorrhage). Other causes of death among those with UR included; eclampsia, infection and unspecified. Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"} presents the frequency and percent of UR according to maternal and obstetric factors. Most of the factors identified by the literature as likely to be associated with UR were statistically significant (*P* \< 0.05) in this sample, based on the bivariate analyses. The exceptions include induction and preeclampsia/eclampsia. While hemorrhage was associated with UR in this analysis, there was no information recorded on whether the hemorrhage occurred prior to the rupture and it is likely that the hemorrhage was a result of the rupture.Table 1Maternal characteristics and obstetric factors for sample and by uterine ruptureTotal sampleNo uterine ruptureExperienced uterine rupture ^a,\ b^*N* = 84,924 (100%)*N* = 84,233 (99.19%)*N* = 569 (0.67%)n%n%n%*p* value*Maternal characteristics*Age\< 2016,52619.4616,45899.59450.27\< 0.00120--3558,99869.4758,51599.184080.69\> 35855110.07842798.551061.24Parity ^c^[\<]{.ul} 1birth29,50234.7429,41899.72550.16\< 0.0012 births16,26419.1516,17899.47720.443 or 4 births20,13323.7119,96699.171470.73[\>]{.ul} 5 births18,97722.3518,64798.262941.55*Obstetric factors*Mode of deliveryVaginal64,99376.5364,94299.92420.06\< 0.001Cesarean16,21819.115,73697.034772.94Instrumental17752.09176799.5580.45Breech15441.82153999.6840.26Other910.115964.843235.16Delivery inducedYes24842.92246499.19190.770.545No82,16296.7581,59899.315460.66No. prenatal visitsNone875610.31859298.131351.55\< 0.0011 to 465,02476.5764,60099.353810.59\> 410,47012.3310,42199.53440.42Prior cesareanYes58946.94577197.911212.05\< 0.001No78,92692.9478,39599.334470.57ComorbidityYes20,38424.0020,14198.811840.90\< 0.001No64,50275.9564,08699.363850.60Obstructed laborYes13,82216.2813,38296.824383.17\< 0.001No70,97883.5870,84199.811300.18Pre/eclampsiaYes29673.52296799.20190.640.812No81,22896.3181,22899.325500.67HemorrhageYes52206.15482792.473827.32\< 0.001No79,59493.7279,39899.751860.23[\>]{.ul} 90% centile ofYes991911.68977798.571401.41\< 0.001birth weightsNo74,52987.7674,09799.424200.56^a^Data on Uterine Rupture (yes/no) is missing for 122 women or 0.14% of the sample^b^Missing values (of those that experienced uterine rupture): Age(*n* = 10), Parity (*n* = 1), No. prenatal visits (*n* = 9), Prior cesarean delivery (*n* = 1), Mode of delivery (*n* = 6), Delivery induced (*n* = 4), Breech presentation (*n* = 6), Obstructed labor (*n* = 1), Pre/eclampsia (*n* = 5), ≥ 90th centile birth weight \[3600 g\] (*n* = 9), Hemorrhage (*n* = 1)^c^Parity was categorized as ≤ 1 because there were eight deaths of women prior to delivery among the total sample. Among women who experienced UR, there were no nulliparous women

Table [2](#Tab2){ref-type="table"} presents the frequency and percent of UR according to geographical and institutional characteristics. At an institutional level, UR was less frequent when an anesthesiologist or obstetrician were available and more frequent in facilities with a blood bank or an ICU. All the geographical characteristics were significantly associated with UR in the bivariate analysis.Table 2Geographical & institutional characteristics for sample and by uterine ruptureTotal sampleNo uterine ruptureExperienced uterine rupture ^a,\ b^*N* = 84,924 (100%)*N* = 84,233 (99.19%)*N* = 569 (0.67%)n%n%n%*p* value*Geographical characteristics*CountrySenegal45,68753.8045,33899.242780.610.018Mali39,23746.2038,89599.132910.74Hospital typeCapital37,24743.8637,11799.651210.32\< 0.001Regional29,21134.4028,83598.712931.01District18,46621.7418,28199.001550.84Location of residenceIn town of hospital72,33985.1871,86799.354330.60\< 0.001Outside town, same region955011.25945198.96760.80Outside of region27513.24268397.53562.04ReferralYes21,02824.7620,52697.614242.02\< 0.001No63,87175.2163,68999.721440.23*Institutional characteristics*Blood bankYes43,69551.4543,18198.824100.94\< 0.001No41,22948.5541,05299.571590.39Adult intensive careYes31,46837.0531,12398.902680.85\< 0.001No53,45662.9553,11099.353010.5624-h a day anesthesiologistYes45,74253.8645,41799.292750.60\< 0.001No39,18246.1438,81699.072940.75ObstetricianYes73,74486.8473,19099.254570.62\< 0.001No11,18013.1611,04399.771121.00^a^Data on Uterine Rupture (yes/no) is missing for 122 women or 0.14% of the sample^b^Missing values (of those that experienced uterine rupture): Location of residence (*n* = 4), Referral (*n* = 1)

Table [3](#Tab3){ref-type="table"} presents the results of the multivariate analyses. The interaction term of obstructed labor and referral showed a strong and clear relationship between obstruction, referral, and the likelihood of UR. Of those referred, 41.25% were diagnosed with obstructed labor (not shown). The odds of UR clearly increased as parity increased and were highest for women that had a parity of five or more births compared to women with lower parity even after adjusting for previous cesarean delivery. It should be noted that there were no URs among nulliparous women, so data in the lowest parity category represent women with a parity of one for the current pregnancy. Maternal age was not significant in this model either as a categorical variable or as a continuous variable (not shown).Table 3Mixed-effects logistic regression analysis of predictors for uterine rupture^a^n%^b^aORSE95%CI*p* value*Geographical characteristics*CountrySenegal27848.86RefMali29151.141.330.240.94--1.890.112Hospital TypeCapital12121.27RefRegional29351.491.590.321.08--2.340.018District15527.241.220.240.82--1.800.327Location of residenceIn town of hospital43376.10RefOut of town, same region7613.361.060.190.75--1.500.736Outside of region569.841.900.381.28--2.810.001*Maternal characteristics*Age\< 20457.911.060.210.71--1.560.78920--3540871.70Ref\> 3510618.631.090.130.85--1.380.498Parity^c^1 birth559.67Ref2 births7212.652.740.561.84--4.07\< 0.0013 or 4 births14725.834.890.963.33--7.19\< 0.001[\>]{.ul} 5 births29451.677.571.455.19--11.03\< 0.001*Obstetric factors*No. Prenatal VisitsNone13523.731.800.211.44--2.25\< 0.0011 to 438166.96Ref[\>]{.ul}  4447.730.980.170.70--1.360.891Prior CesareanYes12121.272.020.231.61--2.54\< 0.001No44778.56RefObstructed labor + ReferralNot obstructed or referred437.56RefNot obstructed, Referred8715.297.611.505.17--11.19\< 0.001Obstructed, Not referred10117.7523.654.5716.20--34.53\< 0.001Obstructed + Referred33659.0546.258.0432.90--65.02\< 0.001[\>]{.ul} 90th centile birth weightYes1400.251.610.171.30--1.98\< 0.001No4200.75Ref^a^Missing values: Age (*n* = 10), Parity (*n* = 1), No. Prenatal Visits (*n* = 9), Referral (*n* = 1), Prior cesarean delivery (*n* = 1), Obstructed labor (*n* = 1), ≥ 90th centile birth weight \[3600 g\] (*n* = 9), Location of residence (*n* = 4)^b^Percentage of uterine rupture cases^c^Among cases of uterine rupture all women in the lowest parity category were parity = 1 representing the current pregnancy

Discussion {#Sec4}
==========

UR in this large sample was significantly influenced by multiple factors which corroborate maternal and obstetrical risk factors identified in smaller studies \[[@CR9]--[@CR12]\]. An important contribution of this study is the pronounced relationship between obstructed labor and referral to a referral hospital. This finding, in conjunction with the independent association between UR and birth weight [\>]{.ul} 3600 g raises concerns about quality of care. Specifically, concerns about the timing and accuracy of the diagnosis and management of obstructed labor, as well as concern about referral systems and timely transportation to referral hospitals. Calls for improving quality of care for maternal and child health are not new but should be heeded to prevent the high levels of maternal morbidity and mortality in sub-Saharan Africa and elsewhere \[[@CR26]\]. Interventions that address these system issues, particularly improvement in the management of labor and referral processes for women with obstructed labor, have the potential to improve the effectiveness of emergency obstetric interventions at the level of a referral hospital.

The higher odds of UR at regional compared to district hospitals (with fewer resources to manage obstetric emergencies) is likely due to selection processes with high-risk cases being referred to regional facilities. While regional referral hospitals have resources to perform interventions that may prevent UR (e.g., cesarean delivery), our work suggests that the usefulness of certain institutional level interventions could be constrained by other factors. Delay in care is a significant contributor to maternal mortality and morbidity \[[@CR3], [@CR23]--[@CR25]\]. This analysis cannot provide details on specific sources of delay, but results suggest that delay in seeking care, delay in decision to refer for obstructed labor (which may indicate poor labor and delivery management) or delay in transportation to a referral hospital likely impact this outcome. With regard to transportation, previous studies have noted poor roads as well as long distances and lack of available transport as obstacles to care \[[@CR24], [@CR25]\].

Previous work in Western Mali examined in-hospital maternal mortality by time traveled for women who underwent a cesarean section and those who did not. The authors observed that among women who traveled 4 h or more, case-fatality was dramatically higher among women who underwent a cesarean delivery compared to those who did not \[[@CR24]\]. The authors noted that these women likely arrived at the hospital beyond the point at which the cesarean delivery was an effective intervention. Instrumental delivery (forceps or vacuum) is another intervention that could prevent UR \[[@CR27]\]. Research conducted at a busy referral hospital in Uganda found a decrease in UR with increased use of vacuum extraction \[[@CR27]\]. Instrumental delivery was used in only 2% of deliveries in our study. It is possible that interventions to increase appropriate use of vacuum extraction may help to reduce the incidence of uterine rupture in this context, similar to what was found in the intervention study in Uganda \[[@CR27]\]. Based on our work and other studies in sub-Saharan Africa, it appears that even when resources for obstetric emergencies are available at referral hospitals, often interventions are provided too late for many women with obstructed labor, leading to UR \[[@CR24], [@CR27]\].

The association of UR with birth weight [\>]{.ul} 3600 g suggests problems with cephalopelvic disproportion (a risk factor for obstructed labor). Neither breech presentation nor induction, risk factors identified in previous work, were significantly associated with UR in our study \[[@CR3]\]. Because breech and induction are potential contributors to obstructed labor, an independent association may have been masked by the strong association between obstructed labor and UR.

Another important finding is the clear pattern of increased odds of UR with increasing parity after controlling for covariates. Other authors have found an increase in UR with higher parity \[[@CR3], [@CR7], [@CR9]\]. For example, a study examining risk of complete UR in Norway found women (without a previous cesarean delivery) with a parity of three or more had 2.4 greater odds of complete UR compared to women with less than three births \[[@CR7]\]. Results on the influence of grand multiparity compared to lower parity (2--4 births) on UR from studies in low-income countries are mixed \[[@CR3]\]. This may be due to smaller sample sizes and lack of statistical control for covariates. Our study adds to the literature by capturing the increase in risk for UR at more discrete levels of parity and controlling for covariates such as previous cesarean delivery. The higher odds of UR as the number of deliveries increases may be due to weakening of the uterus or factors not captured in this study \[[@CR3]\]. Based on these findings, interventions to address unmet contraceptive needs in multiparous women and/or programs that support multiparous women with parity greater than three to deliver at a hospital may help to reduce UR in these communities.

Lack of prenatal care was associated with increased odds of UR. As others have noted, the absence of prenatal care suggests women at greater risk for UR are not engaging with the health system, which may impact their decisions about when to seek care at the point of childbirth \[[@CR3], [@CR25]\]. Improved access/utilization of the health care system during the prenatal and pre/interconception period could help reduce UR in this sample. More research at the community and institution levels could add to our understanding about how obstructed labor is identified and addressed, how referrals and transportation to referral centers are managed, and how decisions to refer or to seek services from the health care system are made.

This study has several strengths. The enrolled institutions represent 94% of all referral hospitals in Mali and Senegal; therefore, this work may be generalizable to other countries in the region with similar health care systems. The data collection and abstraction were audited for completeness as part of the QUARITE protocol, which minimized problems due to missing data and concerns about the data quality. The large sample size allowed evaluation of associations between variables while controlling for multiple covariates, which may not be feasible in other studies.

Limitations should also be noted. Because the primary focus of the QUARITE trial was maternal mortality, certain variables potentially pertinent to UR were absent (e.g. interconception intervals, quantification of the number of previous cesarean deliveries, exposure to trauma, or scarring of the uterus due to reasons other than prior cesarean delivery). Also, while this study is likely to be representative of factors that impact deliveries in the referral hospitals, a significant proportion of births in Mali and Senegal take place at home (43.4% and 27% respectively); therefore, our results may not be generalizable beyond the scope of referral hospitals \[[@CR28], [@CR29]\].

Conclusions {#Sec5}
===========

The results of this large study confirm the strong influence of the referral system as a major determinant of UR, particularly for women with obstructed labor in Senegal and Mali. This work also provides evidence of a dose-response relationship between parity and the odds of experiencing UR in this context. Improving labor and delivery management at each level of the health system and communication between health care facilities should be a priority to reduce UR. Furthermore, efforts to improve interventions upstream from delivery such as addressing unmet needs in family planning and increasing access and engagement in prenatal care could help decrease the risk of UR for women in such settings.
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Additional file 1:List of comorbidities. List of any comorbidity included in the dichotomous variable "Comorbidity." If coded "yes" the individual had one or more of the comorbidities listed (DOCX 17 kb)
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